Among the activities of the laboratory of Floriculture of the National Agriculture Research Foundation (NAGREF) are the collection, conservation and study of native Mediterranean and Balkan species. These are materialized through the newly established Balkan Botanic Garden of Kroussia (BBGK), situated in the area of central Macedonia, Greece. In the nursery of the BBGK situated in Thermi, Thessaloniki, the mother plant material is preserved in pots receiving various treatments under various conditions (shade, substrate, irrigation, fertilization), which dependent on the needs of every species. Greenhouses serve as the main area of preserving, during winter, susceptible to cold mother plants as well as for the sexual and asexual propagation of them. In addition, growth and development of the propagated material takes place, having the control of the climate, fertilization and irrigation conducted automatically. The plants are transferred to the BBGK for ex situ preservation and further studying in adverse climatic conditions. Experimentation and field studies concerning the suitability of certain species for landscape uses as roof-garden and xeriscaping plants, according to their characteristics and adaptability to extreme environmental conditions (water stress) are conducted. Other uses of native plant material as dried material are also studied.
INTRODUCTION
Greece is situated in the south of the Balkan Peninsula, and part of the European Eastern Mediterranean region. It is bordered to the north by Albania, Former Yugoslavia, and Bulgaria, and to the east by Turkey. The climate of Greece can be generally classed as Mediterranean, with spring and autumn rainfall, mild winters, hot summers and a varying period of drought. The diverse composition of the soil, the mountainous character of the country resulting in a diverse ground relief, the long coastline and the numerous peninsulas and islands all account for the high diversity of the landscape.
Greece is a country of great floristic wealth. The main floristic regions are the Mediterranean, the European (Eurasian) and the Irano-Caspian (Baouman, 1993) . The Balkan flora is undoubtedly the richest in Europe, possessing not only the largest number of species of any comparable in Europe, but having at the same time the largest number of endemic species which grow nowhere else in the world (Polunin, 1997) . Due to the geographical position and the coexistence of the three flora regions, the flora of Greece, in proportion to its area, is one of the richest in Europe, consisting of approximately 5700 species of higher plants. It is estimated that about 13% of the plant taxa are endemic (Phitos et al., 1995) . Many endemic plants are found in habitats, which are naturally fragmented, such as mountaintops, cliffs, sand-dunes and islands. There are 7.2 endemic plants per 1.000 square kilometers (Sfikas, 2001 ). According to the Red Data Book of Rare and Threatened Plants of Greece 263 taxa are considered rare and threatened (Phitos et al., 1995) .
The dangers to plant biodiversity in Greece are well known. Fire, land reclamation, overgrazing, and ever-increasing human intervention have long disturbed the integrity, stability, and beauty of natural Greek plant communities. The need for landscape protection and the conservation of biodiversity is becoming more pressing. It comes at an opportune time then that the floristic wealth of Greece is currently being compiled in consecutive volumes of the Flora Hellenica (Strid and Tan, 1997); all areas with high biodiversity and high ecological value are being mapped (Dafis et al., 1996) . The implementation of Directive 92/43/EEC for the in situ conservation of natural habitats and wildlife and the creation of the European NATURA 2000 network of protected sites will contribute significantly to biodiversity conservation; the Balkan Botanic Garden at Krousia Mountains aspires to becoming an ex situ germplasm repository for educational and conservation purposes as well as providing "raw materials" for plant breeding and commercialization. Its ultimate goal is to grow, to study, and to protect not only Greek native plants but also the wider Balkan flora.
Balkan Botanic Garden Kroussia and Center of Research and Education
Balkan Botanic Garden Kroussia, is a newly established garden in EU. It is located at the municipality of Kroussia, Prefecture of Kilkis, near the borders with Bulgaria and FYROM. The area it occupies up to 31 hectars. Its' objective is the conservation, utilization and promotion of Balkan Flora. Balkan Botanic Garden was officially opened in May of 2001.
The Garden houses hundreds of plant species, into natural ecosystems which are representatives of the five most important Greek vegetation zones (Arampatzis, 1998) , while during the next five years their number will exceed 4.000. This unique collection of native species of Greek and Balkan Flora was the result of the collection of plants during the collection trips of the scientific team in Greece as well as abroad.
Visitors, during their guide tour in the Garden could descry different plant environments of maqui and bushwoods, of grasslands and fields with bulb and graminaceous plants, of alpine and sub-alpine vegetation, of aromatic and pharmaceutical plants, of traditional varieties, of aquatic and hydrophilic plants as well as of Arboreta constituted by trees and shrubs. During Garden's planning taxonomic plant relationships, ecological adaptations of the plants and different life histories of endemic species were taken into consideration.
The benefits derived by the creation of this Botanic Garden are multiple and lasting. Conservation, preservation and exploitation of native Balkan Flora, especially of rare and threatened, establishment of inter -regional co-operation with Balkan countries, boost of the borderlands via the tourist enhancement and the development of alternative forms of avocations, education of various target groups and public awareness in environmental conservation.
The Center of Research and Education, which is located at Thermi, Thessaloniki, officially opened in December of 2001. Its mission is the creation of a center of conservation, propagation and assessment of native plant species as well as the creation of an education and consultative center, for variable target groups, on topics having to do with the Balkan Flora.
At the surroundings of the institution the mother plant material is established, constituted by plants coming up by the collective trips. In addition, there is located the Native Plant Nursery, having plants which are the descendants of the collected mother plants. Most of the propagated species are transplanted at the Balkan Botanic Garden Kroussia. At the greenhouse block, propagation, hardening and development of native plants take place.
Living Plant Collections and Dried Specimens.
All native plants maintained at the nursery derive from natural populations. Collecting expeditions are conducted based on the floristic exploration of the area and the recognition of its floristic wealth (e.g. National Park, inclusion in the NATURA2000 network of protected sites). For each plant, plant part or seeds collected a collection sheet is filled out. This collection sheet includes information regarding the specific geographic site from which the plant was collected, its altitude, latitude and longitude as well as a habitat description. Each plant species collected receives a unique number, the accession number. Plants collected from nature receive immediate care in the nursery. They are automatically designated as stock plants, planted at big containers or special places according to their needs, taken special treatments since they recover from the transplantation shock. The result of more than 50 collection expeditions since 1997 was the establishment of the mother plant collection comprised by 849 native Balkan species at the nursery from which 408 species are fully identified while 441 are partially identified. The plant categories, which are preserved in native plant nursery, are annuals (Table 1) , perennials and aromatics (Table 2) , trees and shrubs, aquatic and hydrophilic plants as well as traditional species.
Dried specimens are also maintained. For each accession there is a specific record, which is the base for their taxonomic identification. This process has taken place in cooperation with the Herbarium of the Botanic Department of Aristotle University of Thessaloniki. 2. The Botanic Data Base. In the Botanic Data Base all relevant data of the collected plants are recorded such as collection data, cultivation data, plant identification data, behavior in cultivation and bibliography (Table 3) . 3. Gene Bank. The development of a gene bank is a significant part of BBGK as it is the first and only gene bank of the broad area of Balkans and it is going to ensure the lasting conservation of endemic, rare and vulnerable native species. Except of seed collections and living plant collections, preservation of plant material is going to take place using in vitro culture in the micro propagation laboratory under development.
Research and Development 1. Plant Taxonomy. The species that are collected and introduced to the nursery of the Balkan Botanic Garden are being identified using taxonomic keys of Flora Hellenica and Flora Europaea Subsequently, the identified plant species are compared with the dried plant specimens of BBGK. 2. Genetic Identification. The Laboratory of Molecular Biology, which is under development, is going to conduct research on the identification of the collected native species. The activity of the laboratory is going to be focused on the development of the methodology for the genetic identification of the Balkan native species by using molecular markers. 3. Selection of Native Species. Among the native species maintained in the collection of BBGK there are many with interesting characteristics, ideal after selection or breeding for several uses. Greek flora is one of the richest in the world concerning aromatic and pharmaceutical plants (Papapanagiotou et al., 2001) . Unique species and special climatic conditions make the Greek and Balkan area ideal for the selection of such kind of plants, reach in essential oils. The use of these species are in high demand, as they are related in landscaping, pharmaceutical and aromatic industry and other special uses like the biological control of pests (Thanasoulopolos and Gianna, 1997).
The market needs certain selected biotypes of these species, rich in essential oils (Grigoratos, 2002) . Major priority of research programs being realized at the BBGK is selection of native aromatic and pharmaceutical plants, detection of essential oil concentration in collaboration with the University and other research institutes and preserve of clones, asexually propagated by the collected mother plants, which could be used as prebasic propagation material for the production of these species. Some of the native plants are characterized by the ability of the production of secondary metabolites. Future objective of center is the establishment of in vitro cultures in the laboratory for the research and production of these substances.
Other species could be used for landscaping, also in association with public projects, where their character and adaptability make them ideal for parks, roadside traffic islands and parking lots. They are often used in combination with other species to emphasise the traditional character of a certain place.
Urban landscaping at terraces and roof gardens demands tolerate plants with limited irrigation needs. Research is being conducted in this field aiming at the selection of native plants with ornamental value, tolerant in hot and dry environmental conditions and suitable for culture in pots. Results of this research proof that certain native species with abundant blossom could be well adapted in pot cultivation and could replace the imported species currently used for this purpose (e.g. Digitalis sp., Malcomia sp., Achillea sp.). Other species could be cultivated for the production of cut flowers or as plants used for dry bouquets. 4. Propagation -Native Species Nursery. Propagation is carried out both by sexual and asexual methods according to the different species aiming at the development of propagation protocols (Hartmann et al., 1997) . All the annual plants and some of the perennials are being propagated by seeds. The perennials (herbs, shrubs) are propagated quite successfully by asexual methods such as cuttings, offsets, root division and stolons.
Research is conducted in order to overcome problems related with difficulties during propagation procedure. Tissue culture techniques are going to be implemented for propagating species presenting certain difficulties.
Environmental Experimentation
Commercial utilization of native species is the most important reason for environmental experimentation using phenological and physiological measurements. Research has been conducted concerning the production of species having special color, forms and size which can be cultivated with low cost and quickly and be well adapted to the local climatic conditions (Maloupa et al., 2000) . The adaptation of these plants to extreme environmental conditions is studied extensively and especially in different water stress treatments.
Materials and Methods.
Example of this work is the research has been applied with the species Scutellaria rubicunda Horneum, Centaurea huljakii H. Wagner, Digitalis sp. and Teucrium chamaedrys, all of them native in Greece and selected due to their interesting ornamental characteristics and good response in pot cultivation. These plants have been cultivated in containers in peat (Klasman KTS 2):perlite mixture (3:1 v/v) under water stress, during summer and without any fertilization or other treatment and have been compared with others of the same species under same conditions but irrigated normally. 2. Results and Discussion. The species Scutellaria rubicunda, Digitalis sp. and Teucrium chamaedrys reacted positively in water stress presenting better development (Table 4) . Centaurea huljakii H. Wagner, even though it didn't show any statistically difference in both treatments, grew normally under water stress (Table 4 ). All plants developed normally in pots without facing any pest problem and without the need of fertilizing during the three months they have been studied. The above mentioned results, combined with the abundant blossom made these species ideal pot plants for roof gardens and terrace landscaping in temperate climates. They could perfectly replace the imported species currently used for this purpose with the advantage of limited water needs, presenting adaptability to the local environmental conditions, in accordance with the traditional character of the area.
CONCLUSIONS
The main goal of B.B.G.K. is the conservation of endemic, endangered and rare species of Balkan Peninsula. The development of the gene bank is the basis in order this goal to be materialized. Holding this unique gene bank and taking part in IPEN, a global system for the exchange of plant material among Botanic Gardens and Collections, it is assured that science and education will be greatly benefited. In addition, studies towards genetic improvement, physiology and phenology could lead to the introduction of new crops in commercial floriculture as well as in other industries such as aromatics and pharmaceutical and towards the direction of re-establishing populations of native species which are extinct. Finally, co-operation on National, Balkan and International level via common projects, meetings, workshops and symposia is of major importance for the Tables   Table 1 
